

    
        
          Whispers of the Heart

        

        
        
          Amara Sterliny

        

        
          Published by Wilson Publishers, 2024.

        

    


Chapter 1

The day I got sober and dumped the toxic ex was one I wouldn’t soon forget.

A dog barked, jolting me awake. My eyes snapped open, only to be assaulted by painfully bright sunlight. Waves crashed against the shore, and seagulls squawked. A warm breeze swayed the palm trees into whispers around me. I could smell the salty air.

How do I make the spinning stop?  I wondered, suddenly keenly aware that I had passed out on a beach. I wasn’t even sure what beach . How did I end up here? 

I felt a sticky, warm sensation, something like damp sandpaper against my cheek. Something, or someone, was licking my face. I lifted my head from the sand and looked around. Two brown eyes looked back at me, and the friendly dog that had been bathing me snorted and wagged its tail.

Trying to figure out where I was and make sense of everything, I pulled a strand of seaweed from my hair and face. Wings flapped overhead as some gulls flew by. I felt absolutely awful, like a chorus line of hippos was dancing in my head, and I was so, so sick to my stomach. The sun told me it was morning, but I had no recollection of the night before.

That’s it. No more booze! 

Bad decisions equal bad consequences.

I couldn’t help but pet the adorable Golden Retriever standing over me, even if I didn’t feel much like socializing. I felt lightheaded and dizzy, and the relentless, pounding headache made me moan. My body had tried to force me to sleep it off, but I clearly had a horrible hangover.

I-I’m a total disaster. Why do I do this to myself? I can’t ever wake up like this again. 

I glanced down and was relieved to see that I was still at least clothed, tattered and filthy as I was. Still, spending the night out there robbed me of the little dignity I had left. “Could you please stop?” I asked the dog, who refused to cease the licking. “At least no one’s around to see me in such a mess,” I said, pulling a clump of soggy sand from my hair.

Then, just as I was spitting a wad of grit from my mouth, I noticed an old lady with short, red hair hovering over me. Her outfit was colorful to my red eyes, and the gleam off her white teeth as she smiled down at me made me smile back.

“This is Bella, honey. I hope you like dog kisses. She seems to really like you,” the grinning lady said.

“Oh. Uh…hi, Bella,” I said. Even in my inebriated state, I had to admit the dog was absolutely the sweetest creature ever. “You like waking people up with kisses, huh?”

The dog barked and licked me once again.

“Okay, okay! I get the hint. It’s time to get up.”

“Are you okay, dear?” Bella’s mom asked.

I put a hand out to shield my squinty eyes from the sun. “Happy as a clam at high tide. How about you?”

“I’m wonderful. Bella loves her walks, and I love collecting sea glass and seashells.” She held up her basket to show me all her pretty treasures.

“Nice finds!” I said, sounding much cheerier than I felt.
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“Thanks. I enjoy the hunt. I never know what I might find. Anyway, we’re on our way home now. We’ll come back to do more beachcombing tomorrow morning.” She then pulled down her sunglasses and studied my skinned knees. “Oh, no! What happened?”

No idea, I thought as I examined them. “Guess I’m a little scratched up. I’m a real klutz sometimes. Probably just tripped on the rocks. No biggie.” I abruptly sat up. “Hey, do you know what time it is?”

She looked down at the yellow watch on her arm. “It’s only 7:30 in the morning. Honey, did you sleep out here?”

“Apparently,” I whispered, my voice raspy. “There’s nothing like, uh…getting up close and personal with nature, ya know?”

“You were snoring pretty loudly when I found you. Look, to each their own and all, so you might enjoy this hippie lifestyle, it just isn’t safe, dear. You can’t spend the night out here by yourself. It’s way too dangerous for a beautiful, young woman like you.”

She was right, of course, and because I couldn’t remember what had happened, I feared the worst. I never would have dreamt of doing anything like that if I’d been sober, but alcohol made me stupid and reckless. I wanted to explain, but every syllable I spoke felt like the equivalent of a 10,000-watt amp pumping into my head.

She reached into her backpack. “Here,” she said, handing me a bottle of water. “This will help.”

“Thank you so much,” I said before I twisted the top off and took a big swig.

“Not a problem. And, take these if you’re going to be out in the sun. I won’t take no for an answer.”

I looked at the giant white shades with the mirrored lenses. They were not my taste at all and certainly wouldn’t make a great fashion statement, but I thanked her and put them on anyway. Much to my relief, they instantly took away the blinding glare. “Um, could you… Can you please tell me where I am?” I stuttered, embarrassed that I had to ask.

“You’re on the beach.”

I nodded. “Yeah, the sand, the seagulls, and the ocean are sort of dead giveaways for that, but what, uh…city?”

She cocked a brow. “You don’t know?”

“To be honest, I seriously lost track of what happened. I honestly don’t recognize this place,” I admitted. “Can you please give me a hint?”

“Panama City Beach.”

Wait. What!? Did I hear her right? Freaking Panama City? But…how? 

“Um, excuse me?” I said.

“You’re in Panama City, honey.”

I was beyond shocked and at a loss for words. Panama City was at least seven or eight hours from where I lived, and I had no recollection of how I got there. In a mental panic, I tried to retrace all my steps, but it was as if some kind of hacker had logged into my mind and deleted all the files from the night before, a complete blank. I wasn’t sure how to process the news, let alone cope with it.

“Are you vacationing here too?” she asked.

“On vacation? No, not me. In fact, I’m pretty sure I’m late for work and royally screwed.”
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“Do you live around here?” the old lady asked.

“I’m from Jupiter. You wouldn’t believe how far away it is.”

She chuckled. “Wow. I’m not sure how much you drank last night, dear, but I can assure you we are still on good, ol’ Planet Earth.”

“No, the city of Jupiter,” I murmured, rubbing my throbbing temples. Her loud voice hurt my ears, but I didn’t have the nerve to ask her to speak a bit softer.

“Your shirt is inside out, honey, and your pants are, um…backward.”

“Yeah, I’m a hot mess,” I said.

I ran a hand through my sandy hair and struggled to figure out what to do next. I knew I’d get through the embarrassing situation somehow; it was a scenario I’d been through many times before.

The regret and shame were worse than the hangover itself. Also, depression seemed to swallow me up.

I knew drinking was a no-win situation. I’d lost everything because of it, from friends and jobs to self-respect and money, even precious relatives whom I’d just disappointed and frightened, time and time again. I was literally under the influence every day. I could hardly remember the woman I was before I started vanishing into bottles and cans, but I wanted to be her again. I longed to be sober; to be free from the grip alcohol had on my life. I wanted my drunken past to fade into a distant memory.  I’m so tired of feeling this way, of making these stupid mistakes. Maybe this is it, the rock bottom that will help me change. Maybe this time I can— 

“I take it you were, um…smashed,” the grandmotherly woman said as Bella began licking my hand.

“Huh?”

“Oh, what do the kids call it these days? Loaded? Wasted? Trashed? Completely wrecked?

Hammered?”

I raised a hand. “You got me. All of the above. Guilty, as charged.”

“Oh, honey.”

“I know. It’s awful,” I said. I knew I had to get clean, or I would continue being miserable.

Blacking out and waking up in strange places, with huge black holes in my memory, were constant reminders that I was losing control of my life. I also hated awkward conversations with random strangers when I woke up.

How did I let myself get to this point? This is the worst version of me. I don’t want to seek refuge in alcohol anymore. I just can’t. I know better, deserve better. I need to make smarter choices, if I’m ever going to stop all this craziness. 

“Are you the same young lady I saw stumbling around with a flashlight, laughing and dancing?”

she asked, putting a hand on her hip. “I thought I saw you chasing crabs. I’m pretty sure one pinched you when you tried to pick it up.”

Please don’t let me be that woman.  “Crabs?” I asked, feigning innocence.

“Yes, crabs!”

No, I couldn’t be that crazy. Could I? 

“I-I don’t remember, but I don’t think I’d pick up anything with pinchers, drunk or not,” I said.
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“Never underestimate what you might or might not do when you’re not in the driver seat, honey.

I saw you battling crabs last night. I think the crabs won, from the looks of it,” she said, pointing at some red marks on my fingers and hands, where Bella was trying to lick my wounds.

I bit my lip hard as I tried to remember. “As much as I hate to admit it, I guess I do have a vague memory of something pinching me.”

“Someone called the police about you,” she said.

I was flabbergasted. “What!? I swear this isn’t who I am. I just—”

“Don’t worry, my dear. As far as I know, you managed to gracefully talk your way out of being hauled downtown.”

“Anything else?”

“Well, they did ask why you had an open container. You said, you were just ‘letting it breathe.’

Then, you said that since it wasn’t breathing and had no signs of life… Well, you had to give it mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.”

I was mortified. “Please tell me I didn’t really say that!”

“Your sense of humor kept you out of the clink. The officers found you very entertaining and were laughing right along with you. At least you didn’t get fined or have to spend the night in jail.”

As she spoke about it, a hazy memory flooded my mind, a vision of me stumbling around the beach with an open bottle of tequila. I remembered the officers letting me off with a warning, but I couldn’t exactly recall what else they were warning me about. I knew there was something else. For some reason, I had a very clear vision of the dark-haired one’s dimples, which were on full display as he laughed at my stupid, drunk jokes and puns.

“I might have been better off in a cell,” I whispered. “At least then I wouldn’t have sand in every crevice of my body, and I wouldn’t have risked being swept out to sea or getting sunburn, or—”

“Getting pecked by seagulls, run over by lifeguard trucks, or pinched to death by crabs,” she finished.

I rubbed my temples again. “Yeah, all of those.”

“What’s your name, darlin’?” she asked.

“Rose.”

“I’m Pattie.”

“Nice to meet you both,” I said, as I gave Bella another pat on her golden head.

Suddenly, the dog darted away and began sniffing and digging around in the sand a couple feet away.

Pattie pointed. “Oh! What did my Bella find?”

“My purse!” I said, as the dog stood there with the bag in her mouth.

“Bella, drop it!” Pattie scolded.

I staggered after the dog, who misinterpreted my ambling as some sort of Catch Me If You Can game. “Bella, please, girl! I really need that back. I will give you lots of pets if you return it to me,” I begged.

“No need to negotiate. Just command her to drop it, and it’s best if you stand still, so she won’t think you’re playing chase.”
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I nodded. “Um, okay. Bella, drop it.” I stood in one spot and, with more authority, put my hand on my hip and repeated, “Bella, drop it!”

She released my purse, and I quickly retrieved it.

“Good girl,” I said. She gave me the cutest look, and there was no way I could be mad at her. She was just doing what dogs do.

“You’re so lucky you weren’t robbed…or worse!” Pattie said.

“Tell me about it.”

I unzipped the purse and glanced inside, praying my phone was still in there. When I saw that it was, a great sense of relief came over me, and I knew immediately the person I needed to call.

“Bobby!” I exclaimed. “I’m so glad you’re awake.”

“Hey, babe. Where are you?”

“You’re not gonna believe it, but I’m on the beach in Panama City! I have no clue how I got here. What the heck? I woke up face down in the sand.”

“Bad night, huh?” he teased.

“The worst! Look, I know it’s a super long drive, but do you think you could come get me?”

“I’m on my way. Gimme a couple minutes.”

“Minutes? No, Bobby, you don’t understand. I’m  not  at our beach. I’m all the way in Panama City. I’ll drop a pin in Google maps.”

“Cool. On my way.”

“Thank you.”

“Not a problem, but, uh…before I get there, you might wanna turn that shirt around and fix those pants. Maybe run a brush through that matted hair.”

“Wait. How could you possibly know that?”

“Look straight ahead at the building to the left. Recognize the guy waving from the balcony?”

I glanced up, and my jaw dropped. “You’ve gotta be kidding me. You’re  here?”

“You better believe it. Still need me to come get you, or do you think you can find your way to Room 205?”

“I’ll be right up,” I said, now even more dazed and confused. Livid, I ended the call and threw my phone in my sandy purse.

Pattie approached. “Honey, do you need a ride?”

I pointed to the dumpy hotel. “No, but thank you. Apparently, I’m staying right there.”

“Well, at least you know what planet you’re on now.”

I could tell from the glint in her eyes and her kind smile that she was only teasing.

“I might be, but I promise my boyfriend isn’t gonna be for much longer.”

“If that young man abandoned you on a dark beach alone at night, you have every right to be mad at him. I don’t know him personally, of course, but I think you can do much better. What about that brown-haired cop you were talking to last night? He was a cutie. If I were thirty years younger…”

She stopped herself and laughed. “Anyway, love, you should forget that silly, senseless boy you’re dating. I’ve been on this Earth a lot longer than you, and I’ve learned a few things. My advice is not to waste your time getting to know the wrong person.”
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I let out a sniffle. “You’re right. I can’t do this anymore, can’t live like this. Maybe I should just move away from Jupiter. He’ll just try to gloss over it like he always does. He plays his empty apologies on a loop, and I fall for it every time.”

“Rose…”

“Yes?”

“Another thing I’ve learned is that now is not forever. The future can always be changed. Just remember that.”

“Thank you,” I said sincerely. “I know I have to quit drinking. I’ve got a long road ahead of me, but I will do this.” I meant every word I spoke to the kind stranger, but I only hoped I’d be strong enough to finally change my ways.

“I believe in you,” she said with a soft smile. “Bella has a good sense about people, and she liked you straightaway. Besides, you seem to have a knack for fighting crabs and humoring handsome police officers. You’re stronger than you think, honey.”

I half-smiled. “Thank you.”

“You see that big sun over there?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“Well, that’s another good thing about life. The sun comes up every morning, and that means God’s given us a whole new day for a fresh start. We all make mistakes or bad choices, because none of us are perfect.”

“I’m afraid I’ll never live this one down,” I said.

“If we allow ourselves to learn from our mistakes, we make better decisions next time. You’ll get past this. I promise. Don’t let one bad night ruin the rest of your days. Don’t let one big mistake own you.”

“One? Trust me, there have been a lot more.”

“You can stagnate worrying about the past or move forward to the future. Focusing on past failures is horrible for your self-esteem, ya know? Let the baggage go.”

“I will try.”

“You know why birds can fly?”

“Because they have…wings?”

“Because they’re  light.”

“Hmm,” I said. “Come to think of it, I’ve never seen a seagull with a suitcase.”

“Precisely,” she said. “Lift that heavy luggage to the curb to make space for new joy and happiness.”

“I’m ready to do that. But how do I overcome the addiction part?”

She smiled. “Rose, you’ve already made the first step.”

“I did?”

“You acknowledged that change is needed.”

A tear slid down my face. For the first time in a long time, I felt understood and seen. Her words meant the world to me. We talked for ten more minutes while sweet Bella ran around, having a blast.

I appreciated her kindness, and she even let me keep her not-so-stylish sunglasses.

“I need help,” I finally said.
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 Whoa!  I’d never admitted that out loud to anyone.

I couldn’t believe those words tumbled out of my mouth to a complete stranger, but she made me feel so at ease and comfortable, and I knew she would not judge me.

“There is no addiction that God’s power cannot cure,” she said.

“I’ve tried to stop, but I can’t. I seriously need help.”

“We all do at one time or another, honey. Life never goes exactly as planned,” she said. “But you are young, and you can still turn this around. First, get sober.” She handed me a card. “My daughter runs a Christian drug and alcohol wellness center in South Beach, not too far from Jupiter, I think.

Please give her a call. Then, dump the other luggage.”

“Other baggage?”

“I think you said his name’s Bobby. Losers will only drag you down, dear.”

I slipped the card in my purse and thanked her. “This is so nice of you, but I don’t think I can afford it.”

“There are ways.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Ways?”

“Scholarships and grants are not only for college. Many local organizations, agencies, religious organizations, public assistance programs, and so on will be glad to sponsor you into a program to help you.”

“Thank you for informing me of my options,” I said. “I feel like my life is falling apart right before my eyes.”

“Then you need to change it. You, my dear, are capable of achieving anything you set your mind on. You can, and you will. I know you’re worth it.

“How? You just met me.”

“I did, but I believe you are worthy of great things, Rose.”

“Thank you.”

She then pulled a piece of surf-tumbled sea glass from her basket. “Amazing, isn’t it?” she said, holding it up to the sunlight. “It’s aquamarine, one of the prettiest colors, and nature has smoothed it all out and polished it. Just look how perfect, not one ding or chip. It even looks like a teardrop. God is quite the artist, isn’t he?”

I couldn’t help but stare at the remarkable treasure. “Yeah, it’s gorgeous,” I agreed. “The color is so soothing. I swear it has the vibrant glow of the ocean itself.”

She ran her fingers over the jewel-colored stone. “Think about the journey it has taken. It couldn’t have been easy. The ocean currents tossed, battered, tumbled, and ravaged this thing around for probably 100 long years.”

“It’s hard to imagine it took such a beating.”

“Yes, but look how beautiful it turned out. We can’t keep our eyes off it.” She put the stone in one of my crab-pinched hands and cupped my other hand over it. “Rose, I believe hardships can create beauty,” she said. “You keep this, as a reminder. Make a beautiful necklace out of it or something.”

Tears started to fill my eyes as I pondered her words. “It’s beautiful, but I can’t just take it from you. It’s your prettiest one.”
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“I insist. It’s a gift, a reminder of what we’ve talked about today.”

I grinned and slipped the amazing stone into a zippered pocket for safekeeping. “Thank you.”

“Rose,” she said, “it’s never too late to let God in. He’s our Good Shepherd who restores our souls.”

“Like in Psalm 23:3?”

“Exactly!” A smile curled her lips. “You know the Bible?”

I pushed a wayward hair out of my place. “I do know some. I sorta grew up in church.”

“That’s wonderful.”

“Yeah, I just got off track, went prodigal or something. I don’t really know God’s purpose for my life. Right now, I’m on a path I would’ve never chosen. I’m broken, and I’m not sure what road to follow.”

“There are only two paths, Rose, the world’s or God’s. Only one of the two leads to the finish line.”

Tears streaked down my cheek. “I know I’m on the wrong one.”

“Either way, you have a choice to make. We all do, every day. Choose wisely, Rose. Choose the path that leads to life. Choose…God.”

“Let Jesus take the wheel, huh?” I said with a smile.

She laughed. “That’s an okay song, but it’s really great advice, a decision you’ll never regret.”

“I’ve gotta run, but you’ve given me lots to think about. Thanks for the talk.”

She hugged me. “Anytime. It was nice to meet you. Goodbye, dear.”

“Goodbye. And goodbye to you, too, Bella!” I yelled to the pet who was hopping around in the sand, terrifying some poor seagulls.

She looked down the shore and shook her head. “Why is that dog so obsessed with birds?”

“Because birds don’t carry suitcases!” I said. I laughed as she ran after Bella who barked, jumped, and dug her nose in the sand.




Chapter 2 

I found Room 205 and knocked on the door. I was completely drained, mentally and physically, and all I wanted was a hot shower and a long nap. At the same time, though, I was fuming mad at my boyfriend.

Bobby opened the door, wearing nothing but boxers and a huge smile. “You’re a sight for sore eyes,” he said before taking a huge sip of whiskey straight from the bottle.

I blew out a frustrated breath. “You’re drunk.”

“That, I am,” he said with a laugh, “and you’re one to talk.”

“Still drunk from last night?”

“Nope. Just got an early start. What is it they say? Make hay while the sun is shining?”

“We can’t keep doing this, Bobby.”

He shot me a half-smirk. “Why not?
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“Because I woke up on a beach, with my clothes on backward, all alone! You left me out there!

So many things could have happened.”

“But they didn’t,” he argued. “You woke up, and you’re here with me now. We’re independent, open-minded, free-spirited, Rose. We’re young, unafraid to embrace whatever life has to offer. You know me, babe. I march to the beat of my own tambourine.”

“Drum.”

“Huh? For breakfast? Whatever. I didn’t eat all the chicken. Lots of drums leftover. I think the bucket’s on the table. Help yourself.”

I heaved a heavy sigh. “You’re so drunk.”

He gently grabbed my hand and pulled me inside. “So? What’s wrong with enjoying life? I missed you, baby. I’m glad you’re okay.”

“Missed me?” I asked, furious.

“Of course I missed you.”

“Sure you did.”

“Hey, you were the one that volunteered to go get our new pet.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You don’t remember? We agreed on taking home a hermit crab. But you were out there chasing the wrong crabs. You were running after those big ghost crabs.”

“The reason I went out there doesn’t matter. Bobby, you left me out there. You weren’t concerned about me at all last night.”

“C’mon, babe. You know I was worried. I went out on the balcony to look for you, but I spotted you down there on the beach, so I called off my search and rescue. Figured you were fine, as long as you were right down there.”

“You let me sleep outside! All night! Alone!”

“Hey, at least you have a good story to tell. We’ll laugh about this later. It’ll be something to tell the grandkids about.”

“Grandkids!? What’s wrong with you! I was almost busted by the cops for public intoxication.

I’m lucky they let me go.”

“Sorry about that.”

“How did my life end up like this?” I seethed.

“Hey, the bad times come with the good,” he said, leaning close to me. “I love you so much, Rose. C’mere…”

The stink of the whiskey on his breath made my nausea much worse. “Since I met you, we’ve had far more bad times than good,” I said.

“Hey, don’t say that. You make my life complete. I can’t imagine living without you. Look, you get in these moods sometimes, but you’re my sunshine, mixed with a little hurricane.”

“Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

“Rose, you’re the best thing that has ever happened to me. I treasure the day you walked into my life. I’ll never forget how we met at that summer concert all those years ago.”

“I’ll never forget it either. It was the exact moment that changed the trajectory of my ‘once normal’ life. I just want to go back to…normal.”
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He took another swig from the bottle. “Hey, normal is boring.”

I blew out a long breath. “Then I like boring. I like sleeping on a bed with sheets and blankets, waking up without sand in my hair and everywhere else.”

“Really? You like that? Normal would be buying a hermit crab from the pet store, not trying to capture one at the beach. We prefer to be…unique.”

“You could have at least come down there with me to find Snappy.” “Snappy?” “Yes! Our pet crab! Why didn’t you come with me?” “Because I was throwing up.” I grabbed the bottle from his hands. “Yet, here you are drinking at the crack of dawn.” “Want some? I can get you a glass, if you wanna make it classy.” “No, thank you. And there is nothing classy about this!” He swiped the bottle away from me. “Cool. More for me then.” I let out a long sigh.

“So, apparently, I was on a one-man mission to—” “Correction. A one- woman, passionate quest to find us the perfect pet.” “Which, by the way, is highly illegal without some sort of saltwater wildlife permit. I now

remember the cops telling me that last night. I knew there was something else they almost busted me for.”

“Almost. Exactly. See, babe? You always weasel your way out of trouble, smashed or not. And I knew your memory would come back. Do you remember the trip here?”

“Not really, just taking a bottle of tequila down to the beach.”

“Pure delight. Jose Cuervo’s a good friend, huh?”

“No, he’s not. He screwed me over, stole some of my memories, knocked me out, and made me sleep in the freaking sand. He’s a tyrant!”

Bobby spun me in a circle and smiled. “He wasn’t on Valentine’s Day. Remember washing down all those tacos with Cuervo? How many bottles did we kill that night? Wow. Such a good time.”

“Sure. Puking and headaches. How very, very romantic, just like this trip. I’m never drinking tequila again.”

“You know, that liquor gets such a bad rap. You drank so much, but you were still standing on two feet for the longest time. You’re definitely not a lightweight. I applaud you. I told you last night it was a bad idea to take the bottle down to the beach, but you wouldn’t listen.”

“So, my pet-searching nighttime escapade earned me more experience for my criminal résumé, more drunk cred? Great. You should’ve never let me go out there like that!”

“But you were so excited. How could I stop you? You were going to pick out the perfect pinchy for us, you said.”

“Seriously? You know I’d never do that to an animal. I’d never take any creature from its proper home in the wild. I’m glad I passed out so that plan was scrapped.”

“Oh, hey,” he said, “I got you something from the shop across the street. You can call it Snappy if you want,” he said, handing a keychain to me in the shape of a hermit crab.

“Cute, but I think you’re missing the point here, Bobby,” I said.

“Which is?”
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“You  are my boyfriend. That means you’re supposed to care about me. You should have taken care of me, made sure I was okay. You left me out there to get arrested or worse. You should have made sure I was safe and sound.”

“I was sick, barfing. I guess that advice about not mixing beer and whiskey is true. Anyway, how was I supposed to know collecting crabs can get you thrown in the slammer?”

“Up to a year in jail and a hefty $1,000 fine,” I said. “I looked it up. Plus, I was prancing around in a drunken state with an open bottle of liquor. More fines and more jail if they didn’t let me off with a warning. You knew I left with an open bottle.”

“I thought you’d come right back.”

“But I didn’t.”

“Well, you’re here now, right? Hey, you don’t have any crabs in your pockets, do you?”

“Not funny, Bobby.”

“C’mon, Rose. I guess this means you’re the world’s worst crab hunter. Or maybe I should blame it on the cops. You know, I spent a lot of time Googling how to take care of hermit crabs, in case you actually caught one. Do you know they communicate by chirping?”

“Really? I figured they use  shell phones,” I said. I was in no mood to joke, but I couldn’t help it.

If he was being ridiculous, then I would be too.

“Ha! Listen, I know you’re feeling  shell shocked by this whole thing. See? I can do it too.”

I shot him a tiny smile. “Looks like I’m rubbing off on you.”

He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close. “I know this was spur of the moment and super spontaneous, and you’re upset you woke up in a strange place. I get that. But try to see the positives here.”

“Positives?”

“You slept outside under the shining stars and connected with nature on a whole new level.

People in plaid flannel shirts pay money to do that at campgrounds. You’ll never forget the night you were gently lulled into a deep sleep by the waves only a few feet away.”

“Wow. Pinch me. I’m such a lucky girl. I’m with the poet of my dreams.”

He shot me a grin. “Stop with the crab puns already.”

“Sorry,” I said, quickly losing my temporary sense of humor as the sloshing of whiskey in his bottle jolted me back to the cold reality. “I’m glad I didn’t catch anything. I wouldn’t want any living thing exposed to you in this condition. Might have scarred the little thing for life.”

“My condition? What about you? You weren’t any better.

“Um, I was sober by morning. You started drinking again at the crack of dawn, obviously,” I said, nodding toward the bottle.

“Yes, you’re more sober than me. That’s only because you slept it off outside.”

“Yeah, and I’ll never forget it.”

“Good. It makes me smile knowing you have that precious memory to cherish forever. Isn’t that what vacation is all about?” His face suddenly lit up. “Hey, speaking of vacation fun, I was thinking we can get matching tattoos later today. I know you’ll love it. This is the best time and place to get your first ink.”

“That’s another problem with you. You have champagne taste on a beer budget,” I told him.
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“I beg to differ. Look at this dump,” he said, waving his arms around. “Not to mention we settled on a bucket from the Colonel for dinner while our friends went to a fancy restaurant. We’re financially responsible, baby.”

“Fine. Point taken. But quality tattoos are expensive. We don’t have money for that.”

“But we’re on  vacation, babe. We can splurge a little. Besides, it won’t cost much to get each other’s names.”

What!? Put you on my body forever? You, of all people? Not happening! 

Not only was the idea terrifying and absurd, but I also didn’t want to pay for it. I knew rent was far more important. “Um, about vacation,” I said, changing the subject. “We both grew up in Florida, yet we’re  vacationing on a touristy beach?” I asked, emphasizing my point with air quotes. “If we really wanted to get away, why not escape to the mountains, maybe the Grand Canyon or Yellowstone National Park?”

“You picked this place, Rose, and we all agreed.”

“I don’t remember any of that. The last thing I need to see is another beach when we live two blocks from one.”

“You don’t remember the dartboard?”

“Huh?”

“Yup. We put all the places on the board, and you got to throw the dart since you beat everybody at poker. You really don’t remember being blindfolded?”

“Nope.”

“Geez. How drunk were you? Maybe we shouldn’t have been letting you throw sharp objects under the influence. Anyway, your dart landed on Panama City.”

“Who even put that up as a choice?”

“I did, because I wanna try Paula Deen’s Family Kitchen. Last night, you told me we’d never make it before closing time, so we had to settle for a bucket of extra crispy down the street. I had to make do with eleven herbs and spices, I guess.”

I lifted a brow in shock. “We’re here because you wanted some famous fried chicken?”

“Not just  any chicken, Rose. Paula Deen, all that Southern fried goodness. It’s not like she has restaurants on every corner.”

“Let me rephrase it. You wanted Paula Deen’s chicken, so we’re vacationing at a beach?”

“No! Like I told you, we’re here because of your dart. You hit this place on the second shot.”

“The second one? Where did my first dart land?”

“Almost in my shin, but ultimately behind the couch.”

I just shook my head.

“I know, right?” he said. “It’s not my fault you didn’t hit Hawaii.”

“Well, you shouldn’t have put this stupid place on the board.”

“I almost put up the Keys.”

“That’s only four hours from home, half the distance, but it still would have been better than this place. It’s closer to home in case…”
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“In case of what?” Bobby asked, starting to take a bit of an angry tone. “Are you suggesting anyone would have driven four hours to come get us if things went sour? Look, what’s done is done.

Let’s just make the most of it now.”

I shook my head in frustration. “You don’t know me as well as you think you do, even after all this time. You think I’m some kind of free spirit, but I’m not. I like  normal, boring, as you put it. I like to  plan my vacations, schedule time off of work, and save up money to make it nice, not just drunkenly throw a dart and then show up at some random hole-in-the-wall with a KFC nearby. I like to know where I’m going sober up. Normal people don’t spend their vacations on benders and wake up in strange places they didn’t want to visit.”

“Life is too short to be boring. I’ve always run free, like a wild stallion. Then, I found someone just as wild, adventurous, and exciting to run with me.”

“If you call me a horse, we’re done here,” I cautioned him.

Ignoring my threat, he continued, “Don’t you remember, babe? When we first met, we were just two crazy kids in love, unique, impulsive, truly free spirits. We can never be caged.”

“Maybe you just thought I was like that. Maybe I’m finally ready to play it safe. I want normal, Bobby. Is that so much to ask for?”

Even as I questioned him, I had to question myself.   I just wish I could have my old, normal life back, but can I really do it? Can I live a sober life? Am I too far gone? Is it possible to live without ever taking another drink? 

He fussed with opening another bottle. “Uh, what were you saying?” he asked, obviously using his highly honed skill of selective hearing.

“Nothing. Hey, before you slug that bottle, maybe you can help fill in the gaps for me, refresh my memory? Can you tell me any details about last night? Things are a little…sketchy.”

“Sure. Road trip in that RV Carla and Chris bought, except Mel kicked us all out when Neil puked everywhere. Traci couldn’t stop laughing. Paul kept blasting his favorite song. I swear, I’m gonna lose it if I ever have to hear Nickelback again.”

“Ick.”

“I know, right? Anyway, Beth sat on Chrissy’s glasses and broke ‘em, and Jeff kept spilling beer all over the place. Kevin accidentally broke one of the cabinets when he tripped. He must have a thick skull or something.”

“No arguments here,” I said.

“I think he might have a torn meniscus though. Micah somehow nailed the cabinet back together.

Then, Joel tried to drive and backed into a tree. Left a huge dent. I guess we did hit the bottle a little too hard.”

“Ya think?” I snarkily remarked. As he told me all the tales of intoxicated terror, the lost hours began to come back to me, and I was overcome with a need to get out of there. “Listen, I have to go to work.”

“Uh, we’ve got this place booked for a few days, so good luck with that.”

“Bobby, no! My sister got me that job. If I’m a no-show, it will make her look bad. Not only that, but we desperately need the money. I can’t afford to get fired. It’s our only income.”
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“Pssh. Whatever,” he dismissively said. “Office jobs are a dime a dozen. You’re calling off sick, end of story.”

“How? We have bills to pay,” I asked, my voice wavering.

“About that…”

“What? What is it, Bobby?”

He winced. “I don’t think you wanna know.”

I blew out a long breath. “Yes, I  really  want to know.”

“Listen, don’t get mad. But, uh, you might wanna sit down.”

I crossed my arms and stared at him. “I’m listening,” I said, even though I was afraid to hear the answer he was going to come up with. It was never good when he wouldn’t look me in the eyes and when he told me to sit down.

“I dipped into the rent money a little, but don’t worry. We have a whole week to get it together.”

“You mean  I have another week to get it together.” I shook my head in disbelief. “I can’t believe you did that!”

“How else were we going to gamble at Ocean Sun Casino?”

“Gamble?”

“Don’t worry, Little Miss Judgy Pants. The gambling is shot now, since we have to pay for a room now and figure out a way back home. Maybe we can smooth things over with Chris and Carla so we can hitch a ride back in their RV. We’ll have to apologize.”

“For what?  I didn’t do any of that stuff.”

“As far as you remember, right?” he said, smirking at me.

“We shouldn’t have come here.”

“But it’s been a blast! I’ve never seen you laugh so hard. Wait till I show you the pictures.”

“My head is throbbing.” I scooped two Tylenol out of my purse, popped them into my mouth, and washed them down with a few sips of the bottled water the woman on the beach had given me.

“Where is everyone else?” I asked.

“They’re staying at the fancier hotel farther down the beach. We saved a lot staying here. I mean, I know the others were teasing me about bedbugs, but I’ve only seen a few ants in the bathroom.”

I just shook my head. “Are you sure they were ants?” I asked, looking suspiciously at the bed.

“I know what an ant looks like, Rose.”

“Fine. Bedbugs aren’t exactly the kind of souvenir I’d like to take home. I’m thinking more along the lines of a mug or a magnet.”

“Or a Snappy keychain?”

“Sure,” I said, looking down at the thing I still held in my hand.

“Don’t worry. I promise you’re not sharing your bed with any bloodsuckers.”

My gaze met his. “I wouldn’t be so sure,” I said.

The joke flew right over his head, but then again, it didn’t really feel like a joke. Bobby was literally sucking the life out of me, financially included. He contributed nothing and expected my office job to cover all our expenses, as well as all the liquor we drowned ourselves in every day. He might not have been a bedbug, but he was certainly a leech on many levels.
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“What’s that supposed to mean?” he finally asked. Whiskey made him the king of delayed reactions.

“It means I’m sleeping with a bloodsucking opportunist,” I said matter-of-factly.

“Wow. Rude.”

“Facts are facts.”

“Rose, quit worrying. For now, we’re stuck here. We might as well make the best of it.”

I let out a long breath, too angry to even speak.

“It’s vacation time, baby!” he squealed, without a care in the world.

I glared at him. “This is so irresponsible!”

“No, irresponsible is you gambling all your money away.”

“Gambling? I thought you said there was no gambling.”

“Not in the casino, but in the RV on the way here, before they crashed it, Jeff took you to the cleaners, totally wiped you out for at least $300.”

I bit my lip and tried to remember. I had some slight recall of playing cards, drinking, and laughing. Regardless of whether I remembered or not, I now knew I had no way to pay the rent for the month. As more memories spilled into my mind, I realized we’d spent extra money stocking the RV

cupboards and fridge with all kinds of snacks and liquor, not to mention gallons of gas. I remembered drunkenly slurring, telling stupid stories, playing games, and handing money over to my friends with cards scattered in front of me. I even remembered Marlo spilling popcorn on me and Tammy sweeping it up. As all of that came back to me, I could feel my cheeks reddening, and I shouted, at the top of my lungs, “This was a horrible idea, Bobby! We shouldn’t be here!”

“I swear, you never appreciate anything.”

“Squandering bill money is stupid!”

“Can’t you just try to enjoy yourself for once? I tried to do something nice, to help you get away for a little break. Stop being a buzzkill,” he said before he took another gulp.

“Enjoy myself? Do you expect me to just sit back and relax when you’re funding this little excursion with our rent money? I worked hard for that money while you sat on your butt all month, drinking it away and playing Xbox with the electricity I also pay for!”

“Hey, you know I’ve been trying to get a job. Get off my back, Rose!”

I blew out a long breath and, for a brief second, actually considered strangling him with the strap of my purse.

He tried to change the subject and pointed at me. “You might want to, uh…fix your clothes or take a shower or something.”

“Why are my clothes backward anyway?”

“Because you insisted on swimming with the turtles last night. I watched you from the balcony.

To make sure you didn’t drown or something.”

“Wow. Boyfriend of the Year! You kept an eye on me? Congratulations.”

“I’m sorry. I guess I shoulda done better, but you weren’t looking after me either. I was just as wasted.”

“You were safe and sound in the room. I wasn’t.”
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“Rose, baby,” he said, moving close to me, “we both just have to do better. You’re upset because you can’t remember some stuff. I get that.”

“No, I’m upset because my so-called boyfriend let me go skinny dipping in the ocean and pass out on the beach drunk out of my mind!”

“Skinny dipping? Babe, you’re wearing a bikini under your clothes. Besides, you mostly just dipped your feet in the water. I guess afterward, you tried to dress yourself. You just didn’t do a very good job.”

I laughed. “Obviously.”

“Hey, go take a shower and change. I packed a bag with clothes in it for you.”

“So, you packed bags for going on vacation? Gee. You’re a genius, Bobby. You never cease to amaze me.”

“Don’t be such a jerk. I just wanted to be helpful,” he had the audacity to say.

“Helpful, huh? So, let me get this straight. You stole the rent money to fund this trip, but I’m supposed to forgive you because you made sure we had clean underwear?”

“Well, I actually packed you a few of them. I knew you’d definitely need a clean pair after you heard I borrowed the rent money.”

“Bobby!”

“You’re grumpy, and you look tired. There’s nothing like a nice, cold shower to wake you up.”

“Cold?”

“The front desk said something’s wrong with the boiler. No hot water. I know this place isn’t fancy, but I was trying to stretch our money where I could. C’mon. Shower up, and we’ll get breakfast with the gang at the free buffet where they’re staying. We’re supposed to meet them in an hour.”

“How can you even think about food? I feel sick to my stomach.”

“Try some toast…and stop thinking about last night.”

I rubbed my temples once again. “How can I  not think about last night? I could’ve drowned or been eaten by a shark.”

“Thankfully, you focused on the land mission, on getting us a pet.”

“Right, the illegal, top-secret mission that left me with these,” I said, holding up my pinched fingers and hands. “Good thing I talked those cops down, because we certainly couldn’t pay a $1,000

fine with all the rest of our past-due bills.”

“You were singing to those crabs. It was adorable. I could hear you from the balcony, singing that ‘Under the Sea’ song from that Disney cartoon flick .  You’re always such a happy drunk, always giggling! I recorded it on my phone. Anyway, the next thing I knew, you were chasing those crabs down the beach. I was gonna bring an ice bucket to you to collect them, but I was blowing chunks.”

Oh, man. Am I too broken to be fixed?  I’d made a complete idiot out of myself again. I was just glad no one I knew was there to see it. The cops laughed it off, and the old lady I met on the beach turned out to be quite forgiving.

“And that’s the last time you saw me,” I asked, “serenading crabs with Disney songs?”

“C’mon! I was gonna get you, but unfortunately, I passed out.”

“Tequila is not your friend!”
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“I think we’ve already established it’s not yours either!”

For the second time that morning, more words flew out of my mouth uncontrollably: “I can’t do this anymore. I just can’t.”

“What? Because of last night?”

“Yes.”

“You’re blaming me? Maybe it’s your own fault for not coming back to the hotel room last night.

You waltz back in here with your clothes all twisted. How do I know you didn’t hook up with somebody? How, exactly, did you get the cops to back off?”

“Bobby, how dare you!?”

“Maybe you feel guilty, and now you’re pinning the blame on me. Be honest, Rose. Did you cheat on me last night?”

“What!? Do you hear yourself? Are you insane?”

“No. I think you’re just gaslighting me.”

“That’s crazy! By the same token, I could say you kidnapped and robbed me. After all, I don’t remember voluntarily consenting to this vacation, and you admitted to stealing my money.”

“It’s not kidnapping if you picked the location,” he calmly said.

“I picked it? Right, because I drunkenly threw a dart?”

He nodded. “That ultimately landed on Panama City.”

“Drunk people shouldn’t make rash decisions!”

“It’s just drinker’s remorse. Get over it.”

“Maybe I am, but this has to stop.”

“Where’s the fun girl I came here with?” he asked as he pretended to look around for someone. “I want her back!”

“She’s getting her moral compass calibrated and fine-tuned.”




Chapter 3 

Long story short, a huge fight ensued, and Bobby ultimately tossed me out of the hotel room I’d paid for. He said so many horrible things to me and hurt my feelings deeply. He accused me multiple times of cheating on him, then demanded that I leave. Even when I explained that I didn’t have any money to get back home, he just laughed at me, punched me, and threw me out with nothing but my purse, a flimsy backpack, my shoes, and a bloody lip. Wanting to avoid drama in their dump of an establishment, the hotel front desk sent security up to escort me out, as if I was some kind of criminal.

“He hit me,” I said to one of the burly men, holding a tissue to my mouth. “Look at my busted lip.”

“Ma’am, we saw you out on the beach last night, drunk and falling all over the place.”

Bobby smiled from the doorway. “And there you have it.”

“He’s drunk right now!” I protested.

“Hardly. I had one shot this morning. That’s all,” Bobby lied.
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Standing there, angry, hurting, and humiliated, I thought about my future and instantly knew Bobby would not be part of it. I was done with him, for good. Time to let that jerk be somebody else’s problem, I thought. “That’s it, Bobby. Consider this official. I’m breaking up with you. We’re over.

Lose my number!” I said as I picked up my shoes and flung the backpack over my shoulder.

“Fine. You can say that if you want, but you’ll never find anybody like me.”

“That’s the point!”

“I’m the best thing that ever happened to you.”

“Really? You brought me here on a chicken quest!”

“For the record, I’m going to Paula Deen’s without you to get the best chicken known to man.

That’s what I came here for, and I’m not leaving until I get it.”

“You are what you eat,” I said. “A chicken, a coward, afraid to make any changes or grow up.

We’re done.”

He paused and just stared at me in disbelief as a tidal wave of emotion consumed him. He’d never heard me speak so firmly to him, and he’d always thought I could never give him up. After a few seconds, his confusion turned to anger, spreading across his face and wrinkling his brow.

I crossed my arms. “What? No response? Can’t even come up with a string of four-letter words?

C’mon, Bobby. We wanna hear it.”

He glanced at the security men, then motioned to the housekeepers by their cleaning cart at the next room. “Sorry, but I won’t speak that way in front of these lovely ladies.”

When he smiled at the housekeepers, they smiled back. It sickened me that he was so good at turning on his charm and good looks. He had just punched me in the mouth, but women always gave Bobby the benefit of the doubt when he acted pathetic and flashed those baby blues with those long eyelashes.

“I’m glad we can be civil about this,” I told him. “I think this breakup is for the best.”

“It won’t last,” he said with a smirk. “You love me, Rose. You can’t live without me. You’ll come crawling back soon.”

“If I have any love left for you, it will pass…just like a kidney stone.”

“You better think this one out long and hard.”

“Why? Because you’re the hottest guy every woman wants?”

“Exactly.”

“Then today is their lucky day! They can ride off with you into the sunset to go stuff your face with drumsticks.”

“You know what? I’ve always thought I can’t live without you. I’m pretty sure I can prove that wrong tonight at the club.”

“Good, but why wait for the club? You can start right now. I now pronounce you dumped and single, and you may kiss my—”

“Don’t you dare finish that sentence! I don’t want filth in your mouth, because I still plan to marry you someday.”

“Why? So I can support us? I was your girlfriend, not a stock investment or a financial plan.”

“Ouch. Your words cut ever so deeply.”

“Don’t worry. Moochers always bounce back.”
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“That hurts even more!”

“Well, so does my jaw, where you punched me. If these security guys won’t believe me, maybe I should call the police.”

“Look at you! Think they’re going to believe a homeless woman?”

“Bobby, just shut up. Stop wreaking havoc on my self-esteem. And for the record, consider us both homeless. Because you spent the rent money. Or should I say you stole it!”

“I did it for  us.”

“I’m pressing assault charges.”

“Go ahead. I’ve got hotel security on my side. The police won’t listen to your sad, little story.

Look at you. You’re a mess. You spent the night drunk on the beach with God-knows-who, barely stumbled back to our room, and started making accusations. And now you want to blame this crap on me?”

“Spin it however you like. We both know the truth. Goodbye.”

Before I could walk away, he grabbed me and whispered in my ear, “We both need to cool off for a few days and meet back at the house. If you’re not there when I get home, so help me, I’ll hunt you down and kill you.”

My jaw dropped at the sound of his cruel threat. I ran away as fast as I could. I was surprised he didn’t chase after me. I never looked back, and with each running step I took away from him, I felt freer.

When I started to run out of breath and slowed down a bit, I checked the last text message I had sent on my phone. Unfortunately, it was to my mother, at 3 a.m., and it simply said, “Drunky drunk, I am.” I slapped my forehead, fully embarrassed. I shouldn’t have sent it to anyone, but it was intended for my friend Sue and certainly not for my mother.

Wheezing from running and with my head still swimming with emotions, I thought about that night. All the tragic memories started to vividly resurface, though there were still some holes here and there. I couldn’t believe I ended up in Panama City with a lunatic bunch of friends and boyfriend when I was supposed to be at work. I couldn’t believe all the stupid things that happened on the road trip to get there, and I especially couldn’t believe I’d blacked out alone on a beach, chasing crabs. For my own good, I needed to take a step back and figure out how the night got away from me like that, how it spiraled out of control.

I wandered into the public bathroom on the beach and did my best to freshen up. Bobby had chosen the worst possible outfit for me, but at least the clothes were clean. I put them on, did my best to fix my hair, and brushed my teeth. All the while, as I stared at my sad reflection in the broken mirror, I couldn’t stop thinking about the direction my life was taking.

I am struggling here. I feel so alone. 

I could not remember everything that had happened to me, and that came with indescribable humiliation. I had told the old woman on the beach that I’d scraped my knees on some rocks, but I was beginning to think that was just a metaphor for the path my life had taken. Truly, I had hit rock bottom. I was just a drunk, filled with self-hate, guilt, and shame. That fateful trip to Panama City was my breaking point, the thing that pushed me over the edge. There wasn’t a rock big enough for me to hide under. I wouldn’t let alcohol win. I was ready to start a life, one I wouldn’t be ashamed of. I 22
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couldn’t erase my past, but I could change my future, just like I had talked about on the beach with the kind stranger. As I slid her sunglasses over my tired eyes, I swore to myself that I would never drink again.  Whatever it takes, however hard it is, I will remain sober from this point forward. 

I called the police and asked them to meet me on the beach so I could file a report. Since they had to hear both sides of the story, one went to interview Bobby. They seemed to believe his lie that I was just a drunk who fell and injured myself.

One of the officers was at least thoughtful enough to take pity on me and give me an instant cold pack for my busted lip. Then, he had the nerve to tell me, “Just be more careful and watch your step…and maybe don’t drink so much next time.”

I wasn’t happy that they dismissed my claim and took Bobby’s side, but at least there would be a report on file in case Bobby made good on his threat. Things were over between us. I was forced to realize that my relationship with Bobby wasn’t meant to be. I needed the man out of my life once and for all, so I would grieve the death of this relationship, and never go back. I let go of the hope that we’d somehow work it out. And by saying goodbye to him forever, I knew I was one step closer to a happier future.

Once I was alone on the beach again, I sat down on a bench, listened to the squawking gulls for a minute to clear my head, then called my mom. I knew I could pour my heart out to her.

“Is it too much to ask to have someone who treats me well and truly loves me, Mom?” I asked.

“Of course not. I have always thought you deserve better than that Bobby,” she said.

“I don’t love him anymore. But I feel shattered.”

“Then it’s good you’ve let him go. It’s best for both of you that you are not together if you don’t really love each other.”

“I spent way too much time trying to make that unhealthy relationship work. It simply couldn’t continue. The pain is too unbearable. If I don’t end things, I’m afraid I’m going to lose myself. I am so done! I never want to see him again. I am moving out the second I get back.”

“If you’re really ready to leave him this time, I will help.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

“You are too full of life to waste your time on someone like him. We both knew that relationship wasn’t working. Goodbye is best for your happiness and wellbeing.”

“You’re right. It’s time to move on with my life,” I said, my voice quivering.

“You can’t keep living the way you’ve been living, honey. It’s not safe. You can’t even remember how you ended up in a city eight hours away and passed out by yourself on a beach overnight. That scared me to death when I heard it. I want better than that for my baby girl.”

A tear dripped down my face. “I know.”

“Then, Bobby punched you and threatened your life. Unacceptable, whether the police believed you or not. As for these threats, we need to get a restraining order.”

“Well, it’s given me quite the wake-up call.” I let out a long, trembling breath. “This is so hard, but I know what I need to do.”

“I know you have the strength and courage to do it. With God, all things are possible, dear.”

“Yeah, sure, Mom. I can leap tall buildings in a single bound. Anyway, thanks for listening, and thank you for putting up with me.”
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“I love you, Rose.”

“I love you too.”

A rental car would have been the cheapest option, but I didn’t have a major credit card or my driver license with me. I couldn’t catch a flight to South Beach either without the proper documentation. So, Uber it was, and my mother was happy to foot the bill. The 475-mile commute was expensive and just barely fell under their limit, but Mom left a huge, generous tip for the driver.

She also offered to Venmo me some money so I could get something to eat. I started walking to the meeting point feeling victorious. I had done this. My mom was beyond proud. I had finally stood up to Bobby. It was like he had put me in a box our entire relationship and I felt like I just broke out. I was strong, made out of titanium, and invincible.

Finally.

Wow. I actually had a backbone. 

While I was waiting for the driver to pick me up, my phone rang. I assumed it was my mom, so I answered it without looking at the screen.

“Rose,” said an awful, familiar voice.

Before I could say anything, I felt a sharp pain in the bottom of my foot, like someone pinched me with a pair of pliers. Then, it felt like my throbbing foot caught on fire. I couldn’t deny the unmistakable sting from a bee. I was completely startled and surprised as I watched the angry yellow and black striped perpetrator take flight.

Oh, man! I suddenly felt quite stupid for being barefoot, but I just wanted to sink my feet in the warm sand. Neither I nor the bee enjoyed the experience. Just when I thought my day couldn’t possibly get any worse, it most definitely did.

A scream tore from my throat.

“Are you okay?” Bobby asked in a concerned voice.

I screamed again as I writhed and contorted in pain, clenching my fists.

“Rose? Rose!” he desperately screamed into the phone.

“I just wanna lie down and scream. It feels like I was struck by a mini-lightning bolt. The pain is absolutely unbearable, just…beyond excruciating.”

“I know how deep pain feels, like when you sent the police to my hotel room.”

“I highly doubt you’re feeling what I am. Ow!”

“You’re taking our breakup pretty hard. Just remember, you initiated it. And now you’re miserable.”

I jumped, screamed, and shouted in agony. “I’m yelling because I… Oh, it hurts so bad! It’s pure misery!”

“It’s intense. I get it! I knew it would hurt, but  you  ended it, Rose. Breaking up with me is a recipe for pain, for both of us. Believe it or not, men have feelings too.”

The pain took me down to the ground. “I just want the pain to go away! It feels like a construction worker is using a power drill to excavate a splinter.”

“I hate hearing you like this,” he said.

“Uh! Why does it sting so bad?”
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“Love hurts. Love bleeds. Wait. Isn’t that an old song? Anyway, you’re going through major heartbreak, but it was all brought on by you. Our hearts are breaking all because of you.”

“I need Motrin.”

“Does screaming help with the pain?” he asked, still oblivious.

“No, but ice would!”

“Ice? I think a hug would help more.”

“No, Bobby! You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Does it feel like a hand is squeezing your broken heart?”

“My heart? It’s my freaking foot, you idiot.”

“Huh?”

“Listen, Bobby, I got stung by a yellow jacket or something, right on the foot, as soon as you called.”

“Go to the emergency room, right now!”

“Isn’t that a little extreme for a bee sting?”

“You know I’m still drunk, right?”

“Of course you are. You always are.”

“Where are you?” he asked. “I’m too drunk to walk, but I’m sure I can find you. I forgive you for involving the police. I think we can work this out if we just talk about it. I think I can carry you back to the hotel room. I mean, I’m pretty loaded right now, but I want to be your knight in shining armor.”

“So you can do what? Numb the pain with alcohol?”

“It’s a start.”

“Not a chance, Bobby.”

“Okay, look, I saw some crutches by the front desk. Want me to borrow them? I swear we’ll give them back.”

“I’m fully capable of limping. It’s just a bee sting. Why are you calling anyway? Didn’t I tell you to lose my number?”

“I just wanted to—”

“Goodbye, Bobby.”

“At least stay long enough to eat breakfast. After all, our friends are waiting for us. I’m gonna call Kevin and see if everyone is up and ready to meet. He can pick us up. Also, I hope you’ll consider Paula Deen’s for dinner tonight. If you don’t want chicken, she also has awesome pulled pork or pot roast.”

“Don’t ever call me again! And you can eat by yourself. I’ll never be your dinner date again, Bobby. Leave me alone.”

“Not a chance. I’m coming to find you.”

“Love your optimism, but it isn’t gonna happen. In a few minutes, I’ll be in an Uber, flying 100

miles an hour to get back home to Jupiter, far away from you and your nonsense.”

“Wait!”

“I’m moving on to greener pastures. Enjoy your stupid chicken. Enjoy the club tonight. And enjoy my money!”
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I hung up, stood, and hobbled to a new spot, closer to where the Uber would stop. I was ready to leave Bobby, ready to stand on my own, but a little bee sting quickly took the steam out of my engine.

In a few seconds, my confidence melted away. “I believe I can fly,” I sang, only to end it with, “and crash land.” I wanted to be heroic, to exercise my girl-on-fire power, but only my foot felt the flames.

I elevated my leg onto a bench and looked for a stinger. I didn’t see one still lodged in there, so I used the same cold pack the cop had given me for my busted lip. I couldn’t stop the tears from dripping down  my  face,  but  I  knew  it  had  little  to  do  with  the  bee  sting.  I  felt  like  everything  inside  me  was collapsing. I wasn’t sure I would survive it. I felt shattered, weak, and vulnerable. My head still hurt from the hangover. My foot stung. My heart was torn apart. It made me wonder if I’d ever feel strong again. One thing I knew was that I had no desire to ever have another drink. My friend Jose Cuervo had betrayed me, and my life had been a steady deterioration over the last few years. For so long, I had felt helpless to stop it. I’d tried to get clean before, but the road to clear-headed and sober always seemed to be under construction, fraught with plenty of hazards, its own version of speed bumps, traffic lights, and potholes. That had been my pathetic life, and I wanted it to change.

My life sucks, but I’m the one who messed it up, I thought. That was one thing Bobby was right about. Many of my problems were my own fault, either because of things I’d done to myself or because I’d been too drunk and blind to stop him from doing things to me.

I knew I needed help to fix the mess. I was sure rehab would do me some good. I wanted to become a stronger person, to rediscover a better version of myself. I was living the worst day of my life, in pain inside and out, but I was going to follow my stupid ex-boyfriend’s advice and make the best of it.

I would turn it also into the best day of my life, the day I finally decided to get clean, to free myself from the cruel grip of addiction and a toxic relationship. I was ready to fight, to choose the right path, and to take back control, no matter what life threw at me.

When the driver finally arrived, his brows wrinkled. “I’m Roy. No offense, miss, but you don’t look so good.”

“Yeah, I had a bad day today.”

“Really? I’m so sorry.”

“Well, nothing puts a damper on a beautiful, sunny day like getting punched by my ex, probably getting fired, being stranded eight hours from home, and so on. Oh, and the cherry on top of this























































